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Abstract 
Social media, defined as a platform for participants to create, share or exchange information and 
connect with others on a global scale, is emerging as a key marketing component of the college 
admissions process.  The emergence of social media allows universities the ability to 
communicate in a voice that is familiar to the millennial generation, defined as those born after 
1980.  Using a quantitative research methodology, this project explored how the use of social 
media can impact college choice.  Results show that 92% of respondents used Facebook one or 
more times daily and 78.9% of students joined a social network created just for admitted 
students.  The outcome helps to answer the question of how institutions of higher education can 
best leverage this technology to influence college choice.    
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Chapter One 
Introduction 
 As the world of higher education admissions becomes more competitive, and tuition 
dollars become vital to the institution’s existence, universities are searching for a competitive 
edge.  Admissions departments at universities are constantly looking into the future to determine 
the composition of the next class of admitted students.  However, as students gain more access to 
school information (via intended or incidental public appearances of the schools in social media 
in recent years) their application options have broadened and the admission competition grows 
higher.   In order to remain competitive, many schools have established, or will establish, a 
strong presence on social media.    
The average student applied to nine schools in the fall of 2012, according to The National 
Association of College Admission Counseling (Suriani, 2013).   In order to matriculate a class of 
suitable students, the admissions department needs to take part in a variety of marketing efforts 
to encourage students to choose their campus over the competition.   
Problem Statement 
 The purpose of this research study was to determine to what extent college students were 
exposed to social media and how the students used the information to apply and choose a 
college.  It further explored ways in which students would have preferred to utilize social media 
in their search process if it was not available at their chosen universities.  This information will 
help to guide universities with their use of social media and can help to further target marketing 
activities.  As the use of social media in academic recruiting is fairly new, what remains to be 
explored is how the use of social media affects enrollment or helps to influence a student’s 
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choice to attend a particular college. Further identifying the relationships between a student’s 
choice of a particular college will help to inform admissions and marketing departments how to 
best reach this population of prospective students.  
Background 
The millennial generation, defined as those born after 1980, who are looking to enter 
college, have the ability to review a variety of informational materials when making the choice 
of which college to attend.  The millennial generation demands immediate information in a 
variety of platforms.  According to a survey conducted by Masterson (2013) for The Chronicle of 
Higher Education and Salesforce: 
Social media are interwoven into students’ lives today.  For members of the Digital 
Generation, who grew up connected online, the college experience is increasingly  
blurred between the experiences of real life and the social networks where they share 
them. They may even start their college experience that way. Today when a student 
receives an admissions packet—a ticket to the college experience—he or she can turn 
around and share it with friends via Twitter, Facebook, Tumblr, or Instagram  (p. 4). 
Historically, college admissions departments have provided students with traditional 
marketing materials such as view books, brochures, or general print pieces.  In addition, 
university websites provide information that is current and can be quickly edited to reflect 
changes in admission policies, procedures or other vital information.  The admissions office also 
tries to connect with students individually through college tours, meetings with staff and current 
students, and on-campus events.  In recent years, social media has emerged as a way for students 
to connect with the university in a more casual and familiar manner.  It provides an  
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opportunity for students to learn more about the university culture and may possibly help them to 
make a decision if they will attend the university in the future.  
For purposes of this project, social media refers to providing a platform for participants to 
create, share or exchange information and connect with others on a global scale.  Through the 
college search process and as social media continues to grow students are able to follow 
university life through various social media platforms such as Twitter, Facebook, LinkedIn, 
Tumblr, Instagram, and YouTube.  Social media has changed rapidly in just a short period of 
time and is constantly evolving.  As new technology is added or enhanced, the definition will 
continue to change. According to Clayman (2013): 
Social Media is a new marketing tool that allows you to get to know your customers and 
prospects in ways that were previously not possible. This information and knowledge 
must be paid for with output of respect, trustworthiness, and honesty. Social Media is not 
a fad, but I also think it’s just the beginning of the marketing revolution – not the end 
(para. 8). 
The emergence of social media has provided enhanced access to information and a real-
time approach to communication.  It has changed the way that universities and colleges 
communicate with prospective students as well as the public.   Social media allows universities 
the ability to communicate in a voice that is familiar to this generation of college students.  By 
communicating in this manner, universities may be able to influence the student to ultimately 
enroll at their campus.  According to Masterson (2013): 
The use of social media in admissions practices, is a way to make an impersonal process 
(or big institution) more personal and an opportunity to give students an unvarnished 
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picture of an institution (which they’re looking for and will get through any means) to 
help them decide if that college will be the right fit (p. 4). 
Research indicates that college age students are on various social media platforms and are 
using them to communicate socially as well as to gain information.   A research study reported 
by Capano, Deris, and Desjardins (2012) of the University of New Hampshire in Durham (UNH) 
found that nearly all UNH students use at least one social media platform with 96% using 
Facebook and 84% of students using YouTube. According to Ganim-Barnes & Lescault (2011): 
Their involvement with technology exceeds any other generation and presents an 
enormous challenge for those targeting this hyper-connected group.  For US institutions 
of higher education, the competition for these students is fierce and survival ultimately 
depends on engaging them through the use of social media and new communications 
tools (para. 1). 
Higher education has historically been more traditional in their marketing efforts but in 
recent years has shown a significant increase in social media practices.  In a 2007-2008 study of 
admissions offices by Ganim-Barnes (2009) research found that 61% of the respondents were 
using at least one form of social media in their recruiting efforts.  Ganim-Barnes & Lescault 
(2011) repeated the same study in 2010-2011 and showed a remarkable change in attitudes and 
acceptance of social media in higher education institutions.  Results of this study showed that 
100% of the institutions surveyed reported using some form of social media.  While more 
institutions are participating in these marketing efforts, the question remains if it is being used 
effectively.   This generation of students is incredibly advanced with technology.  They know if 
they are not being told the truth and they know that schools cannot always post the positives 
about their institution.  They expect real-time social media to give them the opportunity to 
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connect with students and the campus but also to give them a true view of campus life 
(Masterson, 2013).   
  A research study conducted by Masterson (2013) on behalf of The Chronicle of Higher 
Education and Salesforce, showed how students are currently using social media when choosing 
a college: 
53% of students said a college’s social  media efforts had no influence on their decision 
whether to apply.  21% percent said higher-quality social-media communications made 
them more interested in applying. That number may seem low, but for colleges 
competing harder for applicants as demographics change, that is a significant group of 
students who may be swayed by what they read, see, and hear online (p. 6). 
The above study shows that there is a significant opportunity to influence students 
through the use of social media.  In today’s competitive market the ability to potentially capture 
21% more applicants could dramatically change the admitted class for a university. Having high 
quality material and social media platforms would be a key component in capturing this group of 
undecided students.  Given social media’s dynamic nature, it is something that must be carefully 
monitored and adapted in order to continually achieve the desired results.   
 A study conducted by Dalfonso, Pratt, and Rogers (2014) and sponsored by Zinch and 
Uversity showed that 68% of students surveyed used social media to research 
colleges/universities and 70% of the students surveyed found social media to have moderate to 
extreme influence to their search (p. 12).  In addition, 73% of students surveyed thought that 
colleges should have a presence on social media   (p. 13).   
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As the concept of social media is relatively new, the research on the effect of social 
media and college choice has not been thoroughly investigated.   Not enough is known about 
how much or what types of social media influence prospective students and the college choice 
process.  It is also unclear if students are using the information posted on social media sites to 
help inform their decisions.  Additionally, more research is needed to determine if prospective 
students are paying attention to social media sites and looking for information to be 
communicated in that medium.  Most importantly, additional research is needed to guide 
institutions of higher education on how to best leverage this new technology to influence college 
choice.   There is a unique opportunity to use this new and inexpensive platform to significantly 
change institutions of higher education and how students are recruited.  If used effectively it may 
ultimately help to influence which university a prospective student chooses to attend.  According 
to Masterson (2013): 
The question isn’t whether colleges need to be online and using social media to 
communicate with potential students, applicants, and admitted students they are working 
to enroll. They do. The question for colleges, especially admissions departments, is: How 
does an institution harness the power of social media—if something so unruly and fast 
changing can be harnessed at all—and use it to effectively engage the constituencies it 
wants to reach (p. 4)? 
Setting 
The research conducted for this study consisted of surveying primarily freshman and 
sophomore students in four classes at a Midwestern university to determine their use of social 
media during their college selection process.  The study was a convenience sample in the college 
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in which this research was being conducted.  The survey focused on how students utilized social 
media and how it may have had an effect on their college choice.  The way students research 
colleges/universities and make a decision on enrollment is vital to the success of any university.   
The results of this survey will help inform marketing decisions, communication processes, and 
guide internal practices. 
Limitations 
 This study used a small, convenience sample population from one university.  The 
campus has a relatively homogenous population and the students in the sample also lacked 
diversity in ethnic backgrounds. The students surveyed made a college decision more than a year 
ago and might not have accurately remembered how they utilized social media to make a 
college/university choice.  In spite of these limitations, the results may be an indicator of how 
social media was used by this population. 
Definitions 
Social Media:  Online media sites such as Facebook, LinkedIn, Twitter as well as video sharing 
sites such as YouTube.  The definition can be expanded to include blogging platforms and web 
based communications such as Skype.   Participants are able to create, share or exchange 
information virtually and become connected to others like never before (West, 2011). 
Millennial Generation:  Refers to the generation of people born between the early 1980s and the 
early 2000s.  The Millennial Generation is also known as Generation Y. (Livescience.com, 
2014).  
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Summary 
In conclusion, social media offers a significant opportunity to universities who use the 
platform in innovative ways.  The millennial generation is connected and this project will help to 
determine if social media can affect college choice.  Most importantly it will help to answer the 
question of how universities can best utilize social media to actively engage and ultimately enroll 
prospective students. 
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Chapter 2 
Literature Review 
The emergence of social media has provided enhanced access to information and a real-
time approach to communication.  It has changed the way that universities recruit prospective 
students and the way they communicate with the public.  West (2011) broadly defines social 
media as online media sites such as Facebook, LinkedIn, Twitter as well as video sharing sites 
such as YouTube.  The definition can be expanded to include blogging platforms and web based 
communications such as Skype.   Participants are able to create, share or exchange information 
virtually and become connected to others like never before.      
In the ever-changing world of technology, social media has forever changed the way we 
communicate with others.  In the world of higher education admissions, it continues to challenge 
the idea of effective communication and offers numerous opportunities to connect with 
prospective students.  This review of social media in higher education admissions explores the 
research of the use of social media in higher education institutions and how it has changed the 
way admissions departments recruit prospective students.  There were three predominant themes 
in the literature on social media and higher education.  This review first reviews the emergence 
of social media and youth use, specifically looking at the millennial generation.  Second, the 
review shows how social media is utilized in higher education admissions and finally describes 
how to use social media to market higher education.   
Emergence of Social Media and Youth Use of Social Media 
The millennial generation, defined as those born after 1980, has been greatly effected by 
the use of social media.  According to Munroe, Falco and Harris (2012), “the millennial 
generation of students readily engages in social media, specifically Facebook.  I have seen the 
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benefits of social media in terms of student recruitment and admissions” (p. 68). In research 
reported by Capano, Deris, and Desjardins (2012) of the University of New Hampshire in 
Durham (UNH) it was found that nearly all UNH students use at least one social media platform 
with 96% using Facebook and 84% of students using YouTube.  Although the study focused on 
UNH, it is likely that other universities would have similar student engagement (Morris, 2013).  
The millennial generation demands immediate information in a variety of platforms.  
According to Ganim-Barnes and Lescault (2011): 
Their involvement with technology exceeds any other generation and presents an 
enormous challenge for those targeting this hyper-connected group. For US institutions of 
higher education, the competition for these students is fierce and survival ultimately 
depends on engaging them through the use of social media and new communications 
tools (para. 1)  
Dalfonso, Pratt, and Rogers (2014) conducted a study, sponsored by Zinch and Uversity, 
titled “Digital, Social, Mobile:  The 2104 Social Admissions Report” It surveyed the effects of 
social media on high school students and college choice for three years in a row (2012, 2013, 
2014).  Zinch (2014) is a content aggregator that allows prospective students to interact with 
colleges  and universities from  all over the w orld.  They provide profiles for students and 
connect students with scholarship opportunities.  Zinch has created a platform in which 
universities can recruit prospective students proactively rather than waiting for the students to 
contact them for information.  According to CrunchBase (2014), Uversity is: 
An industry leading student engagement platform currently partnered with over 140 
colleges and universities to improve enrollment and retention.  Uversity helps colleges 
connect students with the people and information they need to have a transformative 
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college experience through its two products, Schools App and Uchat. Over 3.9 million 
student connections have been made helping schools provide a more personalized and 
engaging student experience (para. 1).  
Both companies are leaders within higher education and experts in the ways the millennial 
generation searches for information.  
 Dalfonso, Pratt, and Rogers (2014) conducted this study to “get greater insights into high 
school students’ use of social media, in general, and in selecting a college or university” (p. 2).  
The survey followed almost identical studies given the two years prior.  The 2014 survey was 
administered online between October 2013 and November 2013 and was completed by nearly 
1,800 students, 40% graduating in 2012 or 2013 and 60% graduating in 2014 or 2015 (p. 2).  
 In comparing data to the last three years the survey showed an increase in how the 
respondents were using social media in general.  While Facebook showed a small decrease from 
88% to 85% usage from 2012 to 2014, it still remains the most utilized platform among 
respondents.  Other social media sites have continued to show increased use, Instagram had 30% 
usage in 2012 and 53% usage in 2014 and Twitter had 43% usage in 2012 with 54% usage in 
2014. The data shows an increase in all of the social media platforms surveyed with the 
exception of the small decrease of Facebook (p. 9) 
According to Dalfonso, Pratt, and Rogers (2014) when respondents were asked how often 
they viewed social media sites for the colleges/universities they were considering, Facebook 
remained the most utilized followed by YouTube and then Twitter (p. 20).  Of the respondents, 
33% indicated they visited the Facebook site of a particular school once a week or more, 20% of 
the respondents visited the schools’ YouTube site once a week or more and 17% of respondents 
interacted with the schools’ Twitter feed once a week or more (p. 20).  Although Twitter seemed 
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to be lower on the list for prospective students, the study also indicated that 31% of respondents 
searched for the hash tags (in order to connect with Twitter) related to their college searches     
(p. 21).   
 According to the research, Dalfonso, Pratt, and Rogers (2014) have shown in the The 
2014 Social Media Report, 68% of respondents have used social media in their research of 
colleges/universities.  In addition, nearly 70% of the respondents said that social media was 
moderately or extremely influential in their college/university search (p. 12).  When asked if 
colleges should have a presence on social media, 73% of the respondents answered “yes”(p. 13).  
In the comments section of this question, one student was quoted as saying (2014): 
It helps students or possible future students to learn about the college and get a feel of the 
environment.  Plus students can hear the truth from people their own age, compare and 
contrast different views, and even keep in touch with friends on campus (p. 13).    
While the respondents felt as though a presence in social media was important, it was also 
determined that only 44% of the posts on social media sites were relevant, leaving room for 
improvement (p. 15).   
In conclusion, as the millennial students apply for and consider specific colleges, it is 
important that admissions offices understand how to reach the prospective students of this 
generation.  While social media is a fairly new way to communicate, the expansion of the 
medium in the last few years has been exponential. 
Social Media and Higher Education Admissions 
One of the first studies on the effects of social media on higher education admissions was 
conducted during the 2007-2008 academic year.  The study by Ganim-Barnes (2009) looked at 
the familiarity with, usage of, and the attitude towards social media by the admissions office. 
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Research found that 61% of the respondents were using at least one form of social media in their 
admissions offices.   However, not all colleges were equally engaged in the practices. At the time 
of the report, it was the most comprehensive study of American institutions of higher education 
and their use of social media (p. 5). 
The methodology of Ganim-Barnes’ (2009) study included telephone surveys with 453 
United States colleges and universities located in 49 states.  The colleges were chosen by a 
systematic random sample from the University of Texas directory of four-year, accredited 
institutions.  The responding institutions were diverse in size ranging from under 50 students to 
over 50,000.  The sample included well-known schools such as Duke University, Carnegie 
Mellon University, and University of Wisconsin and in totality included 69% private institutions 
and 31% public institutions. The research was structured to answer five questions regarding 
familiarity, usage, adoption, and importance of social media as well as the use of search engines 
in recruitment activities (p. 3).  One important finding showed that even in 2007-2008, when 
social media was just emerging, 88% of admission departments felt that social media was 
important to their future strategy (p. 10).   
This study has been repeated every academic year since 2007-2008 and now provides a 
longitudinal look at adoption of social media by colleges and universities.  The most recent 
study, conducted by Ganim-Barnes and Lescault (2011) in 2010-2011, showed a remarkable 
change in attitudes and acceptance of social media by higher education institutions.  The 2010-
2011 study had a similar structure and was based on 456 interviews conducted with institutions 
in 50 states with both public and private institutions represented.  Results of this study showed 
that 100% of the institutions surveyed reported using some form of social media up from 615 in 
the survey conducted just five years prior.  Broken down by platform, the survey indicated 
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universities used the following:  Facebook (98%), YouTube (86%), Twitter (84%), Blogging 
(66%), LinkedIn (47%).  In addition, 75% of the respondents believed that the types of social 
media they were using were successful.  However, the dominant social media site, Facebook, 
used by 98% of universities surveyed, was rated successful by 95% of respondents.  According 
to Ganim-Barnes & Lescault (2011):   
The adoption of social media by colleges and universities is being driven by their 
recognition of the increasingly important role of social media in today’s world. There is 
an 18% increase in the number of colleges and universities reporting that social media is 
very important. Conversely, 4% say these technologies are somewhat or very 
unimportant now compared to 9% last year. Clearly, attitudes towards using social media  
in recruiting continue to change (p. 8). 
According to research conducted by Varsity Outreach (2013), “Instagram, Pinterest, 
SnapChat and many others have sprung up over the last few years, but Facebook continues to be 
the dominant social media outlet among admissions offices” (p. 1) 
The Use of Social Media for Marketing Higher Education 
The 2011 College Decision Impact Survey, conducted by Maguire Associates and 
Fastweb.com (2011), surveyed over 21,000 high school seniors.  The results included insights as 
to how students rely on social media when narrowing down their college options.  They found 
that most of the students surveyed were also using these sites to research and evaluate schools.  
Of the respondents, 57% watched a YouTube video created by the school and 53% read posts 
about a school on a social networking site.  According to Maguire Associates and Fastweb.com 
(2011), the findings indicated, “For colleges and universities seeking to reach students ‘where 
they live and breathe’, a compelling social media presence is a necessity” (para. 7).     
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Social media also has the unique ability to reach a global audience.  In a study conducted 
by Kuzma and Wright (2013), the idea of social media recruitment was studied from a different 
perspective, that of the international student learner.  Wheeler (2012) indicates that social media 
recruiting and marketing is becoming critical to recruiting international students.  “International 
students are often in an online wilderness as they search for universities to apply to. They run 
into confusing web sites, search ads that can make shady institutions look genuine, and ‘contact 
us’ pages that may not effectively connect them with admissions counselors” (para. 1).  Kuzma 
and Wright (2013) also stated that social media could also be a cost-effective approach in 
comparison to more traditional recruitment and marketing methods such as travel and print 
materials.   
Kuzma and Wright’s (2013) methodology was to review the use of social media to 
support the marketing function in higher education institutions across three geographical regions 
(Africa, Asia and Europe).  Criteria were applied to choose 90 university sites in nine different 
countries and determine which social network sites would form the basis of comparison.   The 90 
universities were divided evenly across the three geographical areas.  Within each of those areas 
ten universities were selected from three countries.  The countries included:  Kenya, South 
Africa, Nigeria, India, Philippines, Indonesia, United Kingdom, Ireland and Austria.  Only 
countries that had a minimum of ten universities with websites were chosen.  Additional criteria 
included English as their primary language or a dominant language of instruction as well as 
English reflected on their website.   
At the time of the study, Kuzma and Wright (2013) chose the four most popular social 
networking sites as reported by eBizMBA.com.  This website eBizMBA (ebizmba.com) ranks 
the top most popular social networking sites based on average web traffic from Alexa Global 
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Traffic rank and US traffic rank from Compete and Quantcast (eBizMBA, 2013).  The four sites 
chosen from the list for the study were Facebook, Twitter, LinkedIn, and MySpace.  In addition, 
the study included YouTube despite not being ranked on the top ten of the eBizMBA website.   
To begin the study, Kuzma and Wright (2013) assessed each social media platform in each 
university to establish the extent to which it was being used for marketing and promotion.  
Keywords such as student, alumni, recruitment, and admissions were used to determine usability.  
According to Kuzma and Wright (2013) the results of this search yielded the following results: 
A prevalence of African universities use Facebook (93%) and LinkedIn (93%).  A fair 
percentage use Twitter (46%) and YouTube (36%) while none of the sites used MySpace.  
Like their African Counterparts, Asian Universities show a propensity to use Facebook 
(83%) and LinkedIn (90%).  60% use Twitter, 53% use YouTube and 23% use MySpace.  
European universities show that the majority use all sites except for MySpace (23%)     
(p. 60).   
These results of Kuzma and Wright’s (2013) study indicated that the use of Facebook and 
LinkedIn are high among all geographic locations, while Twitter, MySpace and YouTube show 
uneven levels of usage.  “The findings would suggest that some universities are not taking full 
advantage of the global reach that these social media sites have with potential students, thus 
ignoring a prime marketing channel” (p. 63). 
Fagerstrom and Ghinea (2013) utilized The Norwegian School of Information and 
Technology located in Oslo, Norway to develop a recruitment campaign utilizing Facebook.  The 
university marketing manager hoped to explore the value of interacting with applicants in 
contrast to a more passive approach used in prior years.  Historically, the university had 
experienced low conversion rates of applicants matriculating to student status, of the previous 
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five years it was around 43%.  Fagerstrom and Ghinea’s (2013) assumptions included “When a 
personal relation was established immediately after the applicant submitted his/her application it 
would increase the likelihood that the applicant accepts the offer and becomes a student”  (p. 47). 
In the field study conducted by Fagerstrom and Ghinea (2013), a Facebook group was 
established for each of the disciplines offered at the university and included a total of 128 
participants.  Each group was assigned a specific contact person who received training on how to 
work with applicants.  It was decided that students from each of the programs would serve as the 
contact person rather than staff or faculty of the university.  Conversations between the groups 
continued for the period of six months and all participants were able to take part in all 
conversations.  In some groups applicants also began to talk to each other as well as the specific 
university contact. 
Fagerstrom and Ghinea’s (2013) results were extremely positive.  The conversion rate of 
applicants who did not apply for the Facebook group was 43.3%, similar to previous years.  
However, the conversion rates for those applicants who were part of the Facebook group was 
88.8%, representing an increase of over 100% from previous conversion rates.  Through this 
field study it was concluded by Fagerstrom and Ghinea (2013) that, “Social network marketing 
in higher education thus gives a great opportunity to replace the passive view of customers with 
an active view in which applicants are invited to use their own initiatives rather than simply react 
to predetermined marketing activities” (p. 52). 
According to West (2011), “Experts agree that social media is no longer a trend – it’s a 
permanent fixture in the word of recruiting” (p. 89).  According to the research reviewed, social 
media should be an integral part of a university recruitment plan.   Students from around the 
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world use social media as a way to gather information and potentially influence their college 
decisions. 
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Chapter 3 
Methodology 
This quantitative research study looked at a convenience sample of primarily freshman 
and sophomore students at a Midwestern university in which this research was conducted. The 
study determined how the students utilized social media and how it impacted their choice to 
attend their current university.  Survey questions were based on a national survey conducted by 
Dalfonso, Pratt, and Rogers (2014) in cooperation with Zinch and Uversity, titled “Digital, 
Social, Mobile:  The 2014 Social Admissions Report”.   
Setting and Participants  
Following approval from the University of Minnesota’s Institutional Review Board, the 
survey was offered online to a convenience sample of current undergraduate students at the 
university.  The quantitative survey targeted students in four classes within the college where the 
research was conducted.  The survey also targeted students within the first few years of their 
college experience so they would have a better memory of their college search process.  As 
shown in Table 1, the sample population was 28.2% male and 69.5% female. The sample 
population self-identified as 93.9% Caucasian and 6.1% minority populations. The majority of 
students were either freshman or sophomores with 85.5% of the population indicating that less 
than 60 semester hours had been completed.  The participants were asked if they were majors in 
the college where the sampling took place, or majors in another college on the campus. It was 
expected that most of the students from the college sampled would be education majors, but 
other majors also take the courses surveyed because they satisfy a liberal arts requirement. 
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Table 1 
      Participants’ Characteristics (n=131) 
  Variable n %   Variable n % 
Gender 
  
Race/Ethnicity 
       Male 37 28.2 
 
African American/Black 0 0.0 
     Female 91 69.5 
 
Asian American 3 2.3 
     Other 1 0.8 
 
Caucasian 123 93.9 
    No response 2 1.5 
 
Hispanic 2 1.5 
    
Native American/Alaskan 
Native 2 1.5 
    
Other 1 0.8 
College 
  
Semester Credits 
       Education 82 62.6 
 
Under 30 74 56.5 
     Other 48 36.6 
 
30-60 38 29 
     No response 1 0.8   Over 60 19 14.5 
 
Research Design  
The survey utilized was implemented using a quantitative, non-experimental, descriptive 
research design to gain a variety of information from the population. The survey was 
administered in an online format in order to reach the largest number of participants.  Students 
were given an online link to the survey via the professors in the classes that were targeted.  The 
survey had 19 questions including two open-ended questions with a comments section (see 
Appendix).  The questions closely mirrored a study by Dalfonso, Pratt, and Rogers (2014) titled 
“Digital, Social, Mobile:  The 2014 Social Admissions Report”. 
Data Gathering and Analysis  
 The survey was administered in March and April 2014.  The link to the online survey was 
given out by professors in four classes identified as having a high percentage of freshman and 
sophomore students.   A statement was read to each of the participants explaining that their 
participation was not mandatory. Survey responses did not include any identifying data questions 
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and the data remains anonymous.  Survey questions were developed and the data was analyzed in 
a web-based tool for building surveys, Qualtrics.   
Summary 
In summary, a quantitative research study was conducted on a sample of freshman and 
sophomore students at a Midwestern university to determine how social media was utilized and 
how it impacted their current college/university choice.  The results of this study may be an 
indicator of how a population of students will use social media to interact with a 
college/university and how it will effect their college decision. 
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Chapter Four 
Results and Discussion 
The purpose of this research study was to determine to what extent college students were 
exposed to social media and how the students used the information to apply and choose a 
college/university.  It further explored ways in which students would have preferred to utilize 
social media in their search process if it was not available at their chosen universities.   The 
participants, primarily freshman and sophomore students, were a convenience sample through 
the college in which this research was conducted.  
Results 
 A quantitative study was conducted utilizing a survey with a total of 19 questions that 
closely resembled a national survey administered by Dalfonso, Pratt, and Rogers (2014) titled 
“Digital, Social, Mobile:  The 2014 Social Admissions Report”.   The total response rate of 210 
students enrolled in the four classes was 62% (131). Of the 131 respondents, 85.5% (112) 
indicated they had completed less that 60 semester hours of coursework, which would designate 
them as either freshman or sophomore, level.   
     Current use of social media. 
 Respondents were asked to rate their current level of social media use by answering the 
question, how often do you currently use the following social media?  The data in Table 2 show 
that Facebook remained the dominant social media site.  Of the 131 respondents, 69% (90) 
indicated that they used Facebook multiple times per day and 23% (30) indicated that they used 
Facebook once per day.  Twitter was also strong in usage results, 56% (74) indicated that they 
utilized Twitter multiple times per day.  YouTube and Instagram also showed significant usage 
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either multiple times or once per day. Google+, Pinterest and Tumblr had lower usage with 
Tumblr being the lowest, 85% (111) of the 131 respondents indicated that they never use Tumblr.  
It should also be noted that some platforms show a bimodal distribution, Instagram shows 34% 
(45) that do not use it at all while 46% (61) use it multiple times per day.  Similarly, Pinterest 
shows that 38% (50) never use the platform while 19% (25) use it multiple times per day and 15% 
(20) use the platform once per day.  While certain types of social media had a large percentage of 
never used, it is important to note that some respondents heavily utilize the same type, an 
example is Pinterest with 46% (60) using once per month or never and 34% (45) using it once or 
multiple times per day. 
Table 2 
      How Often Do You Currently Use the Following Social Media? (n-131)   
Social 
Media 
(1)     
Never 
(2)      
Once a 
month  
(3)      
Once a 
week  
(4)      
Once a day  
 (5)   
Multiple 
times a 
day 
No 
response 
Facebook 2% (3) 1% (2) 4% (6) 23% (30) 69% (90) 0% (0) 
Twitter 27% (36) 4% (6) 8% (10) 4% (5) 56% (74) 0% (0) 
YouTube 2% (3) 14% (18) 40% (52) 24% (31) 20% (26) .7% (1) 
Instagram 34% (45) 4% (5) 5% (7) 10% (13) 46% (61) 0% (0) 
Pinterest 38% (50) 8% (10) 18% (24) 15% (20) 19% (25) 1% (2) 
Google + 49% (64) 8% (10) 9% (12) 12% (16) 21% (27) 0% (0) 
Tumblr 85% (111) 4% (6) 3% (4) 2% (3) 4% (6) .7% (1) 
      
     Use of social media to research colleges and universities. 
Of 131 respondents, 58% (76) answered that they used social media to research colleges 
and universities that they considered attending. Table 3 presents how often they viewed social 
media sites for the information with various social media platforms.  Facebook and Twitter 
continued to be the dominant sites in this category as 39% (30) of respondents indicated that they 
Running Head:  IMPACT OF SOCIAL MEDIA ON COLLEGE CHOICE   30       
viewed Facebook sites at least once per week and 28% (21) indicated that they viewed Twitter at 
least once per week.  Pinterest and Tumblr remained lowest on the list of choices.  However, 
Google+ moved up the list of choices in comparison to Table 1 which may be an indication that 
students specifically sought out or were invited to participate in Google + platforms when they 
were looking at a specific college/university.  Of 76 who viewed the sites, 76% (58) reported that 
they did “follow or like” colleges/universities they considered attending on any social media 
service. 
Table 3 
      How Often Did You View the Social Media Sites for Researching Colleges? (n=76) 
Social Media 
(1)     
Never 
(2)      
Once a 
month  
(3)      
Once a 
week  
(4)      
Once a 
day  
 (5)   
Multiple 
times a 
day 
No 
response 
Facebook 26% (20) 34% (26) 22% (17) 9% (7) 8% (6) 0% (0) 
Twitter 54% (41) 18% (14) 14% (11) 6% (5) 6% (5) 0% (0) 
Google + 71% (54) 8% (6) 6% (5) 8% (6) 6% (5) 0% (0) 
YouTube 67% (51) 10% (8) 18% (14) 3% (2) 1% (1) 0% (0) 
Instagram 85% (65) 1% (1) 9% (7) 1% (1) 3% (2) 0% (0) 
Pinterest 93% (71) 1% (1) 3% (2) 0% (0) 3% (2) 0% (0) 
Tumblr 99% (75) 0% (0) 0% (0) 0% (0) 0% (0) 1% (1) 
      
     Information valuable from social media sites during the college search process. 
 Of the 131 respondents, 58% (76) responded to the survey question, what information did 
you find valuable from social media sites during your college search process?  The data in Table 
4 indicated that prospective students looked for information regarding life on campus during the 
college search process.  Of the 76 respondents, 77.6% (59) indicated information on student life 
to be valuable, 72.4% (55) found school information valuable, 67.1% (51) found photos valuable, 
and 65.8% (50) found information on activities valuable.   Information that remained unchanged 
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and could be found in printed materials or websites were indicated as least valuable to the sample 
population, data show the categories of majors 46.1% (35), tuition and scholarships 42.1% (32), 
admissions deadlines 40.8% (31), and career services 19.7% (15).  While these were rated least 
valuable on the list, they still indicated a significant value to a large population of those surveyed.   
Table 4 
      Information Valuable from Social Media Sites During College Search Process (n=76) 
Information n %   Information n % 
Student life 59 77.6 
 
   Clubs and Organizations 39 51.3 
School information 55 72.4 
 
    Majors 35 46.1 
Photos 51 67.1 
 
    Tuition/Scholarships 32 42.1 
Activities 50 65.8 
 
Admissions Deadlines 31 40.8 
Campus Events 43 56.6 
 
    Career Services 15 19.7 
Athletics 43 56.6       Other 0 0.0 
      
     Importance of interacting via social media during the college search process. 
 Of 131 respondents, 76 responded to the survey question, how important was it for you to 
interact with the following people via social media during the college search process?  Table 5 
shows that 10% (8) indicated that interacting with currently enrolled students via social media 
was extremely important and 39% (30) indicated that it was very important.  The category of 
other admitted students showed 52% (40) as a combined percentage of not at all important and 
very unimportant, which may indicate that students do not want to interact with other students 
until they have been admitted. 
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Table 5 
Importance of Interacting with People via Social Media During the Search (n=76) 
People Interacted 
 (1)       
Not at all 
important 
(2)      
Very Un-
Important  
 (3)  
Neither 
 (4)      
Very 
important 
(5)   
Extremely 
important 
Currently enrolled 
students 12% (9) 4% (3) 34% (26) 39% (30) 10% (8) 
Guidance Counselors 24% (18) 13% (10) 39% (30) 17% (13) 6% (5) 
Admissions staff 22% (17) 13% (10) 34% (26) 22% (17) 8% (6) 
Faculty 25% (19) 13% (10) 45% (34) 12% (9) 5% (4) 
Other admitted students 13% (10) 39% (30) 43% (33) 4% (3) 3% (2) 
Administrators 26% (20) 16% (12) 38% (29) 17% (13) 3% (2) 
Alumni 25% (19) 14% (11) 43% (33) 14% (11) 3% (2) 
 
     Degree of influence and being used as a resource for deciding where to enroll. 
  To the question, how influential was social media to your college/university search; the 
average response from 58% (76) of respondents was 2.09 on a 5-point scale (1- not at all 
influential, 2- somewhat influential, 3- neither, 4- very influential, and 5- extremely influential).  
Of the 131 original survey participants, 21.4% (28) responded to the question asking if they used 
social media as a resource when they decided where to enroll.  This lower response rate may 
indicate that students do not utilize social media as much when deciding on future enrollment.  
Table 6 displays the degree of influence that seven social media platforms had for deciding 
where to enroll.  Facebook was the dominant influence with 18% (5) indicating it was a major 
influence and 57% (16) indicating it had some influence.  Google+ was second most important 
influential site with 32% (9) indicating a major influence and 14% (4) indicating some influence.  
Pinterest and Instagram were the least influential with 89% (25) respondents in both categories 
indicating it provided no influence on enrollment.  The data may indicate that Google+ has more 
of an influence on enrollment rather than in initial college/university research. 
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Table 6 
    Influence of Social Media for Deciding Where to Enroll (n=28) 
 
Social Media 
(1)                   
No influence  
(2)               
Some influence  
 (3)             
Major 
influence N/A 
Facebook 21% (6) 57% (16) 18% (5) 3% (1) 
Google+ 43% (12) 14% (4) 32% (9) 11% (3) 
Twitter 53% (15) 36% (10) 3% (1) 7% (2) 
YouTube 61% (17) 25% (7) 0% (0) 11% (3) 
Instagram 68% (19) 21% (6) 0% (0) 11% (3) 
Pinterest 89% (25) 0% (0) 0% (0) 11% (3) 
Tumblr 89% (25) 0% (0) 0% (0) 11% (3) 
 
     Social media created by college/university for admitted students. 
Of 131 participants, 58% (76) students answered that their college/university provided a 
social network specifically for admitted students.  Of 76, 78.9% (60) students joined a social 
network created by their college/university specifically for admitted students. The average rating 
of the 60 students’ experiences on the school’s admitted student page was 4.00 on a 5-point scale 
(1- very poor, 2- poor, 3- average, 4- good, and 5- excellent).  To the question, how valuable is it 
for colleges/universities to have a social media presence; the average response from 131 
respondents was 3.31 on a 5-point scale (1- not at all valuable, 2- somewhat valuable, 3- neither, 
4- valuable, and 5- extremely valuable). 
     Suggestions for college/university social media sites and social media presence. 
  The survey asked two open-ended questions.   The first question was, what are some 
things you would have liked to see more of on college/university social media sites?   This 
question received 66 written comments.  Of the 66 comments, 46.9% (31) indicated that they 
would like to see more information on activities/events.   In addition, 16.6% (11) indicated that 
they would like to see more photos or videos.   Some of the comments included, “Fun facts, 
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student life”, “fun things going on, more insight to actual college life, more on sports, more 
activities” and “More pictures of campus and campus life”. 
The second open-ended question was, what could have been improved about the social 
media presence of the college/university they were currently attending?   This question received 
46 written comments.  Of the 46 comments, 36.9% (17) indicated that there needed to be better 
awareness of the university’s social media presence or that they were unaware of the social 
media presence.  Some of the comments included, “Better advertising – I had to search in order 
to find the specific site for my graduating class”, “I didn’t know if there was a social media 
presence”, and “I didn’t know about it at all”.  
Discussion  
 The results of this convenience sample at a Midwestern university can be compared with 
a national study conducted by Dalfonso, Pratt, and Rogers (2014) titled “Digital, Social, Mobile:  
The 2014 Social Admissions Report”.   In the national study, Facebook was the dominant social 
media site for overall usage with 65% of the respondents utilizing it one or more times per day, 
followed by Instagram at 41% and Twitter at 31% (p. 10).  The study conducted at a Midwestern 
university showed slightly higher numbers in the use of Facebook with 92% utilizing the site one 
or more times per day, followed by Twitter at 60% and Instagram at 56%.  The results were 
similar with Google+, Tumblr and Pinterest being the least utilized of the social media sites 
surveyed. 
 Dalfonso, Pratt, and Rogers (2014) found that when students were deciding where to 
enroll, the most important interaction via social media was with currently enrolled students.  The 
national survey found that 74% of their respondents found this interaction either very or 
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somewhat important (p. 26).  The study at a Midwestern university also found this to be the most 
important interaction with 50% of the respondents indicating that this interaction was extremely 
or very important.   Both studies also indicated that interaction with alumni was the least 
important interaction via social media. 
 To the question, how influential was social media to your college/university search; the 
average response at the Midwestern university was 2.09 on a 5-point scale (1- not at all 
influential, 2- somewhat influential, 3- neither, 4- very influential, and 5- extremely influential), 
which would equate to almost 42%.  However, the national study by Dalfonso, Pratt, and Rogers 
(2014) found that nearly 70% of respondents indicated that social media was either moderately 
or extremely influential during the college/university search (p. 12).  This data may be an 
indication that the Midwestern university’s social media presence was not as dominant and 
therefore was not having the influence that social media has had on a national level.   
Dalfonso, Pratt and Rogers (2014) reported that 72% of the respondents “followed or 
liked” a social media service of a college they were considering attending (p.27).   The 
Midwestern university study showed 44% (58) of the original 131 participants “followed or liked” 
a social media service.  In addition, Dalfonso, Pratt and Rogers (2014) reported that 63% of 
respondents were likely, or did, “follow or like” a social network created specifically from 
admitted students (p.23). The Midwestern university study showed 46% in the same category.  
The results from these two questions may indicate that students were unaware of the social 
media services available at the Midwestern university.  In the written comments section of the 
Midwestern survey, 36.9% (17) indicated that there needed to be better awareness of the 
university’s social media presence or that they were unaware of the social media presence. 
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Summary 
These results support earlier findings that social media has been an important area that 
may continue to influence prospective students.  According to Dalfonso, Pratt, and Rogers (2014) 
social media sites have continued to show increased use, Instagram had 30% usage in 2012 and 
53% usage in 2014 and Twitter had 43% usage in 2012 with 54% usage in 2014. The data by 
Dalfonso, Pratt, and Rogers (2014) showed an increase in all of the social media platforms 
surveyed with the exception of the small decrease of Facebook (p. 9). 
The study of a sample population at a Midwestern university found that 92% of 
respondents use Facebook one or more times daily.  This may be an indicator of an area in which 
the Midwestern university could further influence prospective students and increase their market 
share of incoming students.  In addition, with Instagram and Twitter showing a significant 
increase in usage over the last few years these may be an indicator of additional social media 
platforms that could help to influence prospective students’ decisions.    
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Chapter Five 
Summary and Conclusions 
 A quantitative study was conducted on a sample population at a Midwestern university.  
The purpose of this research study was to determine to what extent college students were using 
social media and how, or if, the students used social media to choose a college.  It further 
explored ways in which students would have preferred to utilize social media in their search 
process if it was not available at their chosen universities.   The research showed that Facebook 
and Twitter were the dominant social media platforms used by respondents on a day-to-day basis 
and Tumblr was the least utilized with 85% or respondents indicating they never use the 
platform.  Respondents indicated that the most important interaction on social media was with 
currently enrolled students and that joining a social media site made specifically for admitted 
students was of great interest.   Out of 76 respondents who utilized social media in the search 
process, 78.9% (60) indicated they would, or did, join an admitted student page.  In addition, 
respondents showed that they were most interested in hearing about student life, on campus 
activities and events, school information as well as seeing photos through social media.  
According to the written comments on the survey, there is a need to bring greater awareness to 
social media presence, as a large percentage of students were unaware of the social media 
presence.  
Educational Implications 
 Social media is a platform that has seen significant growth in usage in a short amount of 
time.   The millennial generation is more connected than prior generations and is accessing this 
information multiple times per day.   As the research showed, most students use some social 
media and many used it for college searches, therefore, social media has value for college 
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recruiting and admissions.  A strong social media presence in higher education can help to 
inform students of on campus opportunities or institutions they may not have been aware of from 
other forms of marketing.  Social media platforms have the ability to connect students to a 
variety of people within a particular institution.  The potential reach of social media platforms is 
of great value and is something that should be strategically included in a college/university 
marketing plan in order to effectively recruit students.   Research has shown that prospective 
students are active on social media platforms as well as influenced by social media sites when 
they are researching colleges/universities.  As universities compete for students, which equal 
tuition dollars, increasing the market share can be of great significance for the future of an 
institution. 
 As social media continues to grow in usage and as new platforms are developed or 
changed, it would be important to continue this type of research to determine what engagement 
would be most important for the incoming class of students.  Continuing to be involved and have 
a strong presence on certain platforms based on the interest level of the target market would be in 
the best interest of the institution.  Continually updating a social media strategy to incorporate 
trends within new or changing platforms will help with the success of the strategy.  Additional 
research is needed to guide institutions of higher education on how to best leverage this new 
technology to influence college choice.   There is a unique opportunity to use this new and 
inexpensive platform to significantly change the marketing efforts in higher education and 
influence the ways in which students are recruited.  If used effectively it may ultimately help to 
influence which university a prospective student chooses to attend. 
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Recommendations for Future Research 
Repeating a similar study to the survey conducted at the Midwestern university with 
random sampling and on a larger scale at the same university could help to inform the institution 
on what would be most effective for their population of students.  As the types of platforms and 
interest in interacting with each platform changes rapidly, it would be important to continually 
study what is the correct strategy for a particular institution’s social media presence.  Sharing this 
research on a national level through professional development opportunities or conferences could 
help to inform colleges/universities how to best utilize this rapidly changing technology.   
Summary  
 Social media is rapidly changing and should be viewed as an important aspect to higher 
education admissions, recruiting and marketing.  The purpose of this study was to determine to 
what extent college students were exposed to social media and how the students used the 
information to apply and choose a college/university.   According to the small sample study 
conducted, millennial students are very engaged with certain social media platforms, many 
accessing sites several times per day.  When universities are competing for student enrollments 
this opportunity to connect with students should be pursued in a strategic manner to gain the 
greatest results.     
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